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COUNTERMARKED CHARACENE 
TETRADRACHMS OF ATTAMBELOS IV 
(PLates 13-14) Ep Dogssins 


For over three centuries, the kingdom of Characene, located at the 
head of the Persian Gulf near the mouth of the Tigris River, served as 
a trading center for goods enroute between the Far East and the 
Roman Empire.’ Because few contemporary accounts of the area 
have survived, historical reconstruction of the kingdom has relied 
largely upon numismatic evidence. Coins were issued in Characene 
from the time of the kingdom’s founder, Hyspaosines, around 
125 B.C., to the Sasanian conquest in A.D. 228. The coinage 
included silver tetradrachms, which were progressively debased to 
bronze by the middle of the first century A.D., and fractions in silver, 
bronze, and lead. Although recent hoard evidence has filled in a 
number of gaps, the Characene king list still contains a number of 
controversial attributions and long periods for which coinage is 
unknown (Appendix). 

A large gap in the Characene coin series occurs in the second half of 
the first century A.D. Between 53 and 72 a ruler identified in the 
British Museum catalogue as Attambelos III issued bronze tetra- 
drachms.” The next coin-issuing king in that catalogue, also named 


' For the location and early history of the city of Charax Spanisou, see J. 
Hansman, “Charax and the Karkeh,” Iranica Ant. 7 -1967), pp. 21-58. 
2 BMCArabia, pp. cci, 296-98. 
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Attambelos, does not appear until 103. A second gap occurs from 113 
to 142 between the reigns of Theonesos III and Meredates. 

Based upon discoveries made at Susa and reanalysis of coins at the 
Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris, G. Le Rider added another king to 
the first century A.D. Attambelos line? The existence of this newly 
identified king, Attambelos III, has been supported by recent evidence 
(Plate 13, 1).4 Coins formerly attributed to the king known in BMC 
Arabia as Attambelos III are now ascribed to Attambelos IV and date 
from 53 to 64. A single coin dated 72/3 was attributed by Le Rider to 
another new king whom he designated Attambelos V. 

This paper analyzes a hoard of 272 bronze Characene tetradrachms 
which date between 53 and 112 (365 to 423 S.E.). Most of the coins in 
this group have at least one of six different countermarks. Similar 
coins portraying countermarks have previously appeared in the plates 
of various publications but have seldom been remarked upon. 

Very few details are available on the background of the hoard 
reported here. It was said to have been brought into the United 
States from an unknown location in the Middle East sometime in the 
late 1960s or early 1970s. Although portions of the hoard have 
appeared on the marked in the past two decades, the bulk resided in 
a coin dealer’s vault for over 20 years until 1992.° 

One published hoard of Characene tetradrachms shares a number of 
characteristics with the large lot analyzed here. In 1878, at Telloh 
(ancient Girsu) in Iraq, Ernest de Sarzec reported a group of 732 
bronze tetradrachms found in a pottery vessel.® Most of the coins in 
the hoard were countermarked and attributable to the ruler currently 
known as Attambelos IV. Waddington selected 95 of the coins for his 
personal collection and later donated them to the Bibliothéque Natio- 


% G. Le Rider, “Monnaies de Characene,” Syria 36 (1959), pp. 229-53. 

* D. T. Potts, “Arabia and the Kingdom of Characene,” in Araby the Blest, ed. D. 
T. Potts (Copenhagen, 1988), pp. 137-67; D. T. Potts, The Arabian Gulf in Anti- 
quily, volume 2 (Oxford, 1990), p. 291; E. Dobbins, “Two New Dates on Characene 
Coins,” ONSN 137 (Summer 1993), p. [6]. The coin of Plate 13, 1, was originally 
published here. 

5 Personal communication, Nicholas Economopoulos, 1993. 

® B. de Sarzec, Découverles en Chaldée (Paris, 1912), pp. 49-50; A. Parrot, Tello 
(Paris, 1948), pp. 310-13. 
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nale in Paris.’ A few of these coins were briefly described and illus- 
trated by E. Babelon in 1898.8 The location of the remaining 600 
plus coins from the Telloh hoard is unknown. 


Tue Corns 


Of the 272 coins in the new hoard, 267 may be attributed to Attam- 
belos IV and dated between 365 and 375 S.E. (A.D. 53 and 64). At 
least one example of each year except 367 was present. A single coin 
dated 415 S.E. (A.D. 103) can be assigned to Attambelos VI. Four 
coins belong to Theonesos III and date to 422 or 423 S.E. (A.D. 110- 
12). Two of the Theonesos coins and all of the Attambelos IV coins 
have one to four countermarks on their obverses. The coins are 
heavily worn. 

The weights, diameters, and die axes of the coins are within the 
parameters described for the series in BMCArabia. The weights range 
between 12.2 and 16.0 g with a mean of 14.8 g. Diameter size varies 
from 22 to 28 mm with an average of slightly over 25 mm. Die axis is 
most often at 12:00 and consistently falls within the 11:00 to 1:00 
range. 

The obverse portrays a diademed bust right in a beaded border. 
The diadem is tied in a loop at the back of the head, and the ends of 
the ties fall down and away from the neck. The hair on the bust is 
depicted in wide, loose curls that vary from six to eight in number. 
Differences in the number of curls appear to be the result of die varia- 
tion rather than a stylistic marker which changed through time. 

On the reverse is a diademed Heracles seated on an omphalos and 
holding a club. In two lines to either side of Heracles is a legend 
which, in full, probably reads: _BACIAEWC/ATTAMBHAOV/ 
CWTHPOC/KAIEVEPTETOV. The legend does not appear in its enti- 
rety on any coin. Typically, only portions of the ATTAMBHAOV and 


7 . Babelon, “Sur la Numismatic et la Chronologie des Dynastes de la Chara- 
cene,” JIAN 1 (1988), pp. 381-404; F. M. Allotte de la Fuye, “Les Monnaies de 
YElymaide,” RN 22n (1919), p. 24. The coins of Attambelos IV and later kings 
which Le Rider reanalyzed in 1959 were probably from the Telloh hoard. 

8 Babelon (above, n. 7), p. 392. 
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CWTHPOC sections of the legends are visible. Slight changes in letter 
forms can be observed on coins of various years. For example, the A 
on early coins was usually written with a horizontal crossbar which 
changes to a “V” shape crossbar in later years. 

In the exergue, the Seleucid Era date in Greek numerals reads left 
to right? Other devices which appear on the reverse include a mono- 
gram before Heracles’ face and a symbol, usually either a Greek or 
Aramaic letter, underneath the arm. Coins minted in the year 466 
S.E. often have a third symbol consisting of two circles connected by 
a line before Heracles’ knee. 

The coins of Attambelos IV present two varieties of obverse 
portraits and two varieties of seated Heracles reverses. 

The earlier of the two obverse varieties portrays a beardless bust 
(Plate 13, 2). Flan diameters of this variety tend to be slightly larger 
and often measure around 26 mm. Due to the larger diameter, reverse 
legends are usually somewhat more complete than on tetradrachms 
minted later in the series. The beardless portraits were issued from 
365 to 370 S.E. A total of 55 examples were contained in the group. 

The second, and later, variety of obverse portrait depicts a bearded 
ruler (Plate 13, 3). Portraits with very short beards began to be issued 
sometime during the year 370. By 371 and continuing to the end of 
the series in 375 the beard became slightly fuller and approximately 
medium in length. The beard does not appear to vary in a regular 
fashion between the years 372 and 375 S.E., so that coins cannot be 
assigned to specific mint years based solely on the criterion of beard 
length or fullness. 

The first of the two reverse varieties shows the seated Heracles 
holding a club upright in his extended right arm (Plate 13, 4). The 
variety 1 reverse occurs on every year of issue with the possible excep- 
tion of 373 S.E., a year for which no reverses of this type are known 
either in this group or in the published literature. 


® The Seleucid Era dates employed in the analysis portion of this paper are 
reckoned from a beginning date of autumn 312 B.C. O. Morkholm, “A Hoard of 
Coins from Characene,” Coin Hoards 4 (1978), pp. 25-27; G. Le Rider, Suse sous les 
Séleucides et les Parthes (Paris, 1965), pp. 40-41. 
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The second reverse variety shows Heracles holding the club down- 
ward with his left arm (Plate 13,5). Heracles’ right arm remains 
extended but his hand is empty. The variety 2 reverse appears only 
in the years 372 and 373, the transition occurring sometime during the 
year 372. Coins in the remaining two years of the series, 374 and 375, 
again depict the variety 1 reverse. There are 35 examples of the 
variety 2 reverse in the group. 

The exergue dates were rarely present or readable on the coins of 
this hoard due to smallish flans, crude striking, and wear. Only 42 of 
the Attambelos IV coins carried enough of the three digit date to be 
decipherable. A die study of the dated coins produced unsatisfactory 
results, as there appeared to be examples of a great number of both 
obverse and reverse dies. Fewer than 20 die linked coins could be 
identified. 


REVERSE SYMBOLS 


An alternative method of dating was devised using the mongrams in 
front of Heracles’ face on the reverse of the coins. Monograms in this 
location began to appear regularly during the reign of Tiraios II, 79/8 
to 49/8 B.C.!° Recent hoards containing coins of Tiraios H, Attam- 
belos I, and Theonesios I have provided long and fairly complete 
sequences of monograms for these rulers,'’ which have the following 
characteristics: 1) monograms appear on coins for a variable number 
of years; 2) once a monogram disappears, it does not recur on later 
coins; 3) monograms may change during the minting year or between 
two years; and 4) monograms change during a ruler’s reign but the 
same monogram may be carried over from one ruler to the next. The 
monogram has been interpreted as the symbol of the mint magis- 
trate.'? 


1° Le Rider (above, n. 3), p. 243. 

Le Rider (above, n. 3), pp. 240-50; Morkholm (above, n. 9), p. 26; H. Nicolet- 
Pierre, “Theonésis, Roi de Characéne,” RN 20 (1978), pp. 46-55. 

2 G. F. Hill, Allambelos I of Characene, ANSNNM 14 (New York, 1922). 
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TaBLe 1 


Reverse and Obverse Monograms/Symbols 


The 14 varieties of reverse monograms found in the hoard are given in 
Table 1, 1-14. In Table 2, these monograms are correlated to coins with 
legible dates and/or other characteristics, such as presence/absence of a 
beard and reverse variety, which allow for more specific dating within 
the eleven year minting period. No clear examples of reverse monograms 
were found for 365, 368, or 373 S.E. with a variety 1 reverse. 
Monograms were correlated to 372 S.E. coins with a variety 1 reverse on 
the basis of similar monograms on that year’s variety in 2 reverses.’® 


'3 For an example of a coin dated 372 S.E. with a variety 1 reverse, see BMC 
Arabia, pl. XLIV, 2. The reverse monogram is only partially visible on the BM 
coin, but is consistent with the monogram assigned to the type discussed here. 
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TABLE 2 


Monograms by Year 


Seleucid 
Era Date Monogram Comments 


t= | alas 


cian so ee 
Variety #1 reverse. 
See BMC plate XLIV, 2 


Variety #1 reverse, none in group, 
uncertain if exists 


[ae [eee 


Uncertain symbol on obverse, 
Undated #1 monogram similar to 370/371SE 
Undated #2 Uncertain if Attambelos IV 
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Table 2 demonstrates that the important characteristics exhibited by 
monograms on early Characene coins also applied to the coins of Attam- 
belos IV. An important additional characteristic is that the monograms 
often had two forms, each the reverse or mirror image of the other. 
The reversal may involve the entire monogram, as in the years 365 
through 368 S.E., or be confined to only a portion of the monogram, 
as for 369 and 370 S.E. The dominance of one variation in each mono- 
gram pair suggests the reversals resulted from die cutting errors. Alter- 
nate forms of monograms have, therefore, been treated as equivalent. 
A total of seven monograms appear to have been employed over the 
eleven year minting period. Examples are given in Plate 13, 6-12. 


TABLE 3 


Frequency of Coins by Date 


= 


45: 


40: 


35: 
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NUMBER IN GROUP 
Q 
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374SE 375SE 


365- 369-371 E 
369SE 370SE 371SE Variety1 373SE- 


a 
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Using monogram sequencing as the primary dating criterion, 141 of 
the 267 Attambelos IV coins in the hoard could be assigned to time 
periods ranging from one to four years in length (Table 3). Monograms 
on most of the remaining coins could not be reliably identified and 
were assigned time periods based on the presence of either a beardless 
or bearded obverse portrait. 

Four coins have clearly readable monograms which could not be assign- 
ed dates (Table 2, undated 1 and 2). Each of the coins has a bearded 
obverse portrait suggesting a date of 370 S.E. or later. One of the three 
coins included in undated 1 has a partial date of 37?, which indicates 
the coin belongs in the Attambelos IV sequence. The similarity of this 
monogram to those found on the years 370 and 371 suggests undated 1 
may be an alternate form of the monogram used in these two years. 

Undated 2 is a single coin struck with the exergue off the flan. 
Although the obverse portrait is bearded, this coin cannot be attributed 
with certainty to Attambelos IV and may belong to a later Attambelos. 


Table 4 


Underarm Letters/Symbols 
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A second symbol on the reverse of the coins occurs in the area 
beneath Heracles’ arm. In this hoard 16 different symbols were 
found, (see Table 4). The symbols appear to be letters in either 
Greek or local Aramaic script. Such letters began to appear sporadi- 
cally on Characene coinage during the reign of Attambelos I (47/6 to 
25/4 B.C.) and became a standard feature on the coinage during the 
time of Attambelos II (18/7 B.C. to A.D. 7/8). Table 5 compares the 
range of underarm symbols found on the coins of six Characene rulers 
and suggests that the greatest variety of symbols occurs on the coins 
of Attambelos IV.'4 Some of the symbols found on his coins also 
appear on the issues of both earlier and later rulers. 


TaBLe 5 


Underarm Symbols on Coins of Characene 


Letter/Symbol 


Attambelos I 


Theonesos I 


Attambelos II 


Attambelos III 


Attambelos IV 


Theonesos It 


+ = present on published coins 


os BMCArabia, pp. 291-300; Hill (above, n. 12), pp. 4-5; Le Rider (above, n. 9), 
pls. 36-37; Morkholm (above, n. 9), p. 27 Fig. 11; Nicolet-Pierre (above, n. 11), 
pp. 49-54, pl. 3-5; H. G. Oldenburg 26, 1 Nov. 1991, 358-61. 
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The function of the symbols is unknown. G. F. Hill remarked that 
they “could not represent months as they ran to xX.” Another func- 
tion which may be eliminated is personal workers’ marks, as the 
symbols recur over a 150 year period. They also do not appear to 
have served as die markers, since the reverses of the coins in this 
study having the same symbol in the same year were rarely die linked. 


TABLE 6 


Underarm Symbols by Date 


Letter/Symbol 


Seleucid 
Era Date 


365-368 


369-370 
beardiess 


370-871 
bearded 


372-373 


Number 


+ = present on published coins 


Table 6 lists the 16 varieties of symbols found in the hoard by date. 
Only one of the symbols appears to have been utilized for the entire 
series. Letters which appeared early in the sequence are discontinued 
and replaced by different symbols. This pattern argues against 
another possible function of the letters, that they were used as 
sequencing designations within the series or within a given year or 
monogram period. 


'5 Hill (above, n. 12), p. 11. 
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Assuming the sample in the hoard reflects the variety of symbols 
actually used, a reasonable hypothesis is that the symbols may have 
represented workstations within the mint. This would account for the 
reuse of the same symbols over a number of years and for the varying 
number of symbols in use at different times. New symbols could have 
been added whenever a new workstation was created and lasted as 
long as coins were minted at that station. An attractive consequence 
of this interpretation is that production of the mint can be viewed as a 
function of the number of workstations or symbols which appear on 
the coins in a given time period. The years with the largest number 
of symbols and, hence, most workstations and highest mint output 
would have been 370 through 373 S.E. 


OBVERSE SYMBOLS 


There are five different symbols which appear on the obverses of 
Attambelos IV coins, Table 1, 15-19. The devices are confined to 
coins which have a bearded bust and date from 370 to 375 S.E. In 
the years with coins bearing a symbol, there are also coins without a 
symbol. 

In the years 370 and 371, a palm branch"® occurs before the bust on 
some coins (Table 1, 16; Plate 14, 13). A similar device reappears on 
the coins of Theonesos III in the early second century. In the hoard 
there was a palm on one coin dated 370, and on 14 coins dated 371. 

The second symbol, a crescent located behind the head, occurs on 
three of the coins with a palm. Three other coins also dated to 370 
or 371 carry a crescent behind the head but no palm before the bust 
(Table 1, 15; Plate 13, 3).'” 

In the year 374 an AB or ATB monogram appears before the bust 
(Table 1, 19; Plate 14, 14), Above the AB is a horizontal line, and a 
small v sometimes appears above the A. There were eight coins with 


16 This symbol was identified on a coin of 371 by Le Rider (above, n. 9), 434. 

17 A clear example of a coin with a crescent behind the head may be seen in 
BMCArabia, pl. XLIV, 3. The tentative date of 375 S.E. assigned to the coin in 
BMCArabia seems unlikely as the reverse monogram and transitional, short beard 
on the obverse are more characteristic of 370 or 371 S.E. 
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complete or partial examples of this monogram in the hoard. Two 
similar monograms occur on other coins in the Characene series. On 
Attambelos I silver tetradrachms dated 266 through 268 a BA mono- 
gram sometimes appears in the right obverse field. The second mono- 
gram, in this case reading AB as on the present coins, was published 
by Le Rider and attributed to Attambelos v.'® Only a single example 
is known and its date, read as TITA, 384, is partially obscured. A 
second YA monogram also appears on the obverse of the coin. 

The number of examples with a clear TOA, 374, date and AB mono- 
gram in the present group casts some doubt on Le Rider’s attribution 
of a similar coin to 384 and a different king. It is possible that his 
Attambelos V coin is a variant of the Attambelos IV coins with the 
AB monogram. Unfortunately, additional evidence for attributing Le 
Rider’s coin, such as reverse monogram and underarm letter, is absent. 

Two other types of obverse devices appear on coins for which no 
clearly dated examples were found in the hoard. The first, with five 
examples, resembles a wreath or rayed circle with a large ribbon 
extending downward (Table 1, 17; Plate 14,15). The ribbon is 
narrow at its junction with the circle and its bands widen as they 
extend downward. On three of these, partial dates of 37? place the 
coins in the Attambelos IV sequence. The upper portion of the right- 
hand digit on two of the coins resembles either a gamma or epsilon, 
suggesting either 373 or 375. All five examples have the variety 1 
reverse, and one has a partial reverse monogram resembling that 
found on coins of 375, making it the most likely date for this variety 
of obverse device. 

The second obverse symbol resembles a diadem tied in two loops 
with the loose ends flowing downward (Table 1, 18). Two examples 
were found in the hoard. On one of them, a partial date of 37? 
appears with a reverse monogram similar to that on coins of 372 with 
a variety 1 reverse. The underarm letter is also consistent with this 
tentative dating. A third undated coin with the same obverse symbol 
and reverse monogram was published by F. B. Shore’? and is repro- 
duced here as Plate 14, 16. 


18 Le Rider (above, n. 3), pp. 239-40. 
19 BB. Shore, Parthian Coins and Hislory (Quarryville, 1993), p. 52. 
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CoUNTERMARKS 


A total of 460 legible countermarks appear on 260 of the Attam- 
belos IV coins in this hoard. While many coins contain one counter- 
mark, most contain two, three, or four (Table 7), always appearing on 
the obverse. The placement of the countermarks appears to have been 
deliberate to avoid defacing the portrait of the king. They are usually 
located on the neck, along the diadem band on the hair, and in the 
right obverse field before the bust. A few are located in the field 
behind the bust, usually on coins where there is insufficient room in 
the right field. There are six countermarks represented in the hoard 
(Table 8, 1-6; Plate 14, 17-22). 


TABLE 7 


Frequency of Multiple Countermarks 


NUMBER OF COINS IN GROUP 


ONE Two THREE FOUR 


NUMBER OF COUNTERMARKS PER COIN 
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Three of the six countermarks are monograms, two of which are 
very similar to the reverse monogram mintmarks in front of Heracles’ 
face (Table 8, 1 and 3). Countermark 1 is very similar to the mono- 
grams on the 370 and 371 S.E. coins, while 3 resembles the 375 reverse 
monogram (Plate 14, 17 and 19). 

Countermark 2 is an AB or ATB monogram very similar to the one 
that occurs on coins dated 374 and on Le Rider’s Attambelos V coin 
(Table 8, 2; Plate 14, 18). The countermark is normally found without 
the small v above the A, although one occurrence with the v was noted 
(Table 8, 7). 

The AB monogram countermark is the only one of the six present on 
these coins which has received comment from previous authors. 
Babelon remarked that it may have been placed by the Attambelos 
reigning when Trajan arrived in 116. Hill, in BMCArabia, reiterated 
Babelon’s remarks and agreed that the monogram probably stood for 
Attambelos.”” 

No more than one example of countermarks 1, 2, or 3 occurs on any 
single coin, suggesting that the three monograms were contemporary 
and had similar functions. The most frequently occurring counter- 
mark is 1, which appears on 212 of the coins (Table 9). Countermarks 
2 and 3 occur on a total of 36 coins. Thus, 248 of the 260 coins with 
legible countermarks in this hoard carried an example of one of the 
three monograms. 

Countermark 4 is a helmeted bust facing right in an ovoid outline 
(Table 8, 4; Plate 14, 20). The portrait is very similar to classic depic- 
tions of Athena on Characene fractional bronze and lead coins of the 
first century A.D. Seventeen examples of this countermark were noted 
in the hoard. 

Countermark 5 is an anchor with two horizontal bars at the top 
(Table 8, 5; Plate 14, 21) and it appears on 78 coins. The outline of 
the countermark closely follows the shape of the anchor. In one 
instance, however, the outline is oval and the anchor is very similar 
to the Seleucid countermark applied to coins in the second century 
B.C. (Table 8, 12). In the mid first century A.D., the anchor symbol 
is most closely associated with the coinage of Elymais, although the 


20 Babelon (above, n. 7), p. 397; BMCArabia, pp. ccii-cciii. 
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TABLE 8 


Countermarks 


countermarks have a somewhat finer style than the symbols which 
occur on Elymais coinage. 

The sixth countermark which appears on 117 coins is a small circle 
resting on a horizontal line which appears to be supported by two lines 
descending at angles. The symbol occurs in an ovoid outline and may 
be a stylized depiction of a tied diadem (Table 8, 6; Plate 14, 22). The 
consistent placement of this countermark along the diadem band on 
the head supports this interpretation. It is very similar to the 
“fravahr” symbol found on Sasanian coins of the third and fourth 
centuries A.D. which has been described as a sign of enthronement.”! 

Single examples of additional countermarks which occur in the 
hoard are listed in Table 8 as numbers 8 through 11. These may be 
crude renderings of the official marks or simply poorly struck examples 
of countermark 1. On one coin, a possible anchor symbol (12) is 
engraved over another undecipherable mark. 

Table 10 associates countermarks with datable coins. The absence 
of countermarks 3 and 4 on coins dated 375 is probably due to the 
small number of examples of these countermarks on datable coins. 


°!'R. Gébl, Sasanian Numismatics (Braunschweig, 1971), p. 21. 
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Countermark Frequencies 


250: 


Q 
8 


200: 


117 


50: 


AT 


= 
eo 
= a ——|} 
@® @ 8 & Bw 


COUNTERMARK TYPE 


° 


3 g 
= TL 


The overall pattern of the table suggests that the countermarks were 
applied after all the coins had been issued. 

The three monogram countermarks, 1, 2, and 3, were added some- 
time after 112. Evidence for this includes the presence of countermark 
1 on a coin of Theonesos II in this hoard and the published examples 
of countermark 2 on coins of the same king.” Countermark 3, appa- 


22 BMCArabia, pl. XLIV, 8. Countermarks 1 and 2 also appear on Theonesos 
coins in Le Rider (above, n. 9), p. 435, 1-3. 
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TABLE 10 


Countermarks by Date 


365-368SE 


369-370SE 


370-371SE 


372-375SE 


374SE 


375SE 


Number 
in Group 


+= present on coins in group 


rently previously unpublished, probably dates to the same time period 
as it occurs only in the absence of countermarks 1 and 2. 

The next three countermarks, 4, 5 and 6, were probably placed on 
the coins between 64 and 103, as none of the three countermarks are 
known from issues of either Attambelos VI or Theonesos III, which 
date between 103 and 112. Unlike the three monogram counter- 
marks, the helmeted bust, anchor, and diadem often occur on the 
same coin in various combinations, suggesting three separate counter- 
marking episodes. 
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The orderly placement of most of the countermarks limits the 
usefulness of overstrikes for constructing a relative chronological arrange- 
ment of the earlier marks. Only eighteen examples of overstrikes 
were noted in the group. Both the helmeted bust and anchor are 
overstruck by two of the three monogram countermarks which rein- 
forces the later placement of the monograms. In one instance, the 
diadem is overstruck on the anchor which suggests that it is later 
than the anchor. 

The coins of Attambelos IV discussed above circulated in the Chara- 
cene area for 50 to 90 years. On the conservative side, the 50 year 
estimate is the time between the last year of issue in 64 and the 
earliest. possible date for the monogram countermarks in 112. The 
ninety-year lifespan accounts for the period between Attambelos’s 
earliest dated issues and the coins of Meredates in 142/3, which were 
sometimes overstruck on Attambelos IV flans.%* Events in the 
economic and political history of Characene are reflected in the design 
changes and countermarks present on the coins of this hoard. The 
history of the coins and, by extension, the Characene kingdom in this 
era may be separated into three periods: 1) 53 to 64, when the coins 
were minted; 2) 64 to 103, when few tetradrachms were struck but 
countermarking occurred on three occasions; and 3) 103-112 to 143, 
when no tetradrachms were issued and a fourth instance of counter- 
marking took place. 


1) 53 to 64 


At least three Characene kings issued coinage for longer periods than 
Attambelos IV: Tiraios II, Attambelos I, and Attambelos II. None of 
these issues, however, exhibit the number of varieties found within the 
eleven year Attambelos IV series. Significantly, all of the varieties in 
the Attambelos IV series appeared within a six year period between 


23 BMCArabia, pp. cexii and 313, 11; S. Nodelman, “A Preliminary History of 
Characene,” Berylus 13 (1959-60), pp. 83-121. The evidence for overstriking of 
countermarked Attambelos IV tetradrachms is actually best for the king believed 
to have followed Meredates, Orabazes (also known as Obados or Obadias). Two 
published examples show the diadem countermark on the undertype of this king’s 
coins; BMCArabia, pl. XLVII, 1, and M. Mitchener, The Ancient and Classical 
World (London, 1978), p. 127, 732. 
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58/9 and 63/4. Table 11 summarizes the coins of Attambelos IV in 
this hoard which include two obverse and reverse varieties, five 
obverse field devices, and a number of reverse monograms and under- 
arm symbols. 

Attambelos IV appears to have produced one of the largest issues of 
tetradrachms in the Characene series. Including the present hoard, 
over 1,000 examples of his coins have been reported in the litera- 
ture.*4 This number far exceeds the combined total of examples 
known for other Characene kings of the first century A.D. and is not 
approached again until the Aramaic issues of the late second century. 
While exact totals of examples are undoubtedly skewed due to the 
variables of preservation, recovery, and reporting, the fact that die 
links were found for less than ten percent of the coins in the present 
hoard also points to a substantial size of issue for Attambelos IV. 

The prosperity of the Characene area was closely linked to its 
importance as a trade center for goods between India and the Roman 
Empire. A number of first and second century Nabatean and Palmy- 
rene records cite the cities of Charax and Forat as important destina- 
tions along the caravan routes between the Persian Gulf and Seleucia- 
on-the-Tigris.”” In the Periplus Maris Erythraei, which may have been 
written around the time of Attambelos IV, the Characene city of 
Apologos is listed as an emporion, suggesting a special and significant 
trade status for this location.” The importance of Characene in the 
trade network undoubtedly varied through the years, and the kings 
with well developed coin series probably reigned at times when Chara- 
cene’s role in the trade network was significant. Based on the avail- 
able coin evidence, the reign of Attambelos IV appears to have been 
the high point in prosperity for Characene during the first century. 

The increase in the status of Characene at this time may be due to 
developments in Roman and Parthian relationships. Specifically, 
beginning in 57, the invasion of Armenia by Corbulo and local upris- 
ings in the eastern part of the empire may have served as distracting 


4 This total assumes that the current hoard and the Telloh hoard reflect two 
different assemblages of coins. 

°° Cited in Nodelman (above, n. 23), pp. 93-94, 102, 112-14; Potts 1988 (above, 
n. 4), p. 143, 

°° L. Casson, ed., The Periplus Maris Erythraei (Princeton, 1989), appendix 1. 


COUNTERMARKED TETRADRACHMS OF ATTAMBELOS 103 


TABLE 11 


Attambelos IV Coin Varieties by Date 


Underarm 
Symbol 


Seleucid 
Era Date 
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= f= = 
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influences to the Parthians and the trade across Iran for goods from 
the east. As demand for goods such as silk was high during this 
period of Nero’s reign, the disrupted northern trade routes may have 
been supplemented by increased traffic along alternative avenues, 
such as the caravan routes across Arabia. The conflicts between 
Parthia and Rome over succession were resolved in principle by 63 
and in practice by 64.7” 

The dates of these difficulties in Parthia coincide nicely with the 
increase in varieties and production seen in the coins of Attambelos 
IV. Bearded portraits first occur on the coins in 58/9 and are 
followed by five years of different obverse devices and a change in 
the seated Hercules reverse. If, as postulated above, the underarm 
letters represent workstations, the peak production of Attambelos IV 
coins occurred between 58 and 62 during the height of the conflicts. 
Their seemingly abrupt cessation also coincides well with the resolution 
of the conflicts and possible resumption of normal trade activities 
along the northern route. 

A second source of numismatic evidence for the importance of 
Characene during this short period may be found in the remains exca- 
vated at Susa. Although Le Rider gives the number of coins recorded 
at Susa as 4,871, he excludes from this total “several thousand” small 
Characene lead fractions.** While most of these came from a single 
hoard, many were collected as isolated finds.”? The lead fractions are 
crude, but sometimes carry the partial names of Theonesos or Attam- 
belos. A beardless portrait, presumably early Attambelos IV, can be 
discerned on some of the examples. Le Rider believed the deposition 
of the hoard dated to sometime after 45, which suggests the fractions 
could have circulated, and perhaps some were minted, during the reign 
of Attambelos IV. 

These lead fractions indicate that there were close economic ties 
between Characene and Susa in this period, perhaps in connection 
with the India trade route. This route is normally believed to have 


27 Shore (above, n. 19), p. 40; N. Debevoise, A Political History of Parthia 
(Chicago, 1938), pp. 179-202. 

8 Le Rider (above, n. 9), p. 5. 

° Le Rider (above, n. 9), pp. 431-32. 
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been impractical due to the marshy conditions between the two 
areas.°° The evidence of a large number of lead fractions, however, 
may reflect use of the less desirable Characene/Susa route on a tempo- 
rary basis as a response to disruptions in the normal avenues of trade 
by the Roman/Parthian conflicts of this time. 

Other evidence for the importance of the Characene area during the 
time of Attambelos IV is given by the scattered finds of his coins in 
outlying areas. In addition to Susa and the Telloh hoard, they have 
been noted in southeastern Arabia at the site of ed-Dur.*! 


2) 64 to 103 


After Attambelos IV, countermarking of existing tetradrachms 
replaced minting in Characene for a period of approximately 39 
years. The next king in the Characene line with well-documented 
coinage was Attambelos VI in 103/4. Between 64 and 103 only one 
Characene coin has been identified, the Attambelos V proposed by Le 
Rider and discussed above as of questionable attribution. 

The lack of new coins in Characene probably served as an impetus 
for the use of the three different countermarks which appears on the 
coins in this period. Coinage for local commercial transactions would 
have been limited to the bronze tetradrachms and lead fractions on 
hand. Most of the available supply would have been from the large 
issue of Attambelos IV, and countermarking would have been a conve- 
nient way to facilitate the circulation of extant coinage. 

The three countermarks (4, 5, and 6) which date between 64 and 
103 are the helmeted bust, the anchor, and the tied diadem. Each 
countermark occurs in various combinations with the other two, 
suggesting three separate episodes of countermarks placement. A 
number of reasons can be given to suggest that each countermark 
was locally applied. 

First, studies of Greek countermarks in the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods haye indicated that most bronze coins were countermarked by 


80 1. Sellwood, “Trade Routes through Parthia,” in Coinage, Trade, and Economy, 
ed. A. Jha (Bombay, 1991), pp. 23-27. 
31 Potts 1988 (above, n. 4), pp. 141-42; Potts 1990 (above, n. 4), p. 291. 
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their place of origin for use in that city.** Silver coins, on the other 
hand, were more likely to have been countermarked away from their 
minting city. The typically limited distribution of the bronze tetra- 
drachms in this hoard is evidenced by the number of coins which 
bear two, three, or four countermarks. 

Second, the placement of the countermarks, which deliberately 
avoided defacing the bust of the ruler, suggests the work was done by 
local authorities. The tied diadem is almost invariably found neatly 
placed along the diadem on Attambelos’s head, the helmeted bust 
countermark is usually found on the neck, and the anchor is placed 
in the right or left field. The pattern of avoiding contact with 
Attambelos’s face was followed consistently on coins with as many as 
four countermarks. 

Third, at least two of the countermarks reflect themes which occur 
on the coinage of Characene: 1) the helmeted bust may be a represen- 
tation of Athena who figures prominately on the reverse of the small 
lead fractions found at Susa, and 2) the diadem symbol occurs in at 
least two other forms on the obverse of the Attambelos IV coins. 
While none of the themes were unique to the area, the internal simila- 
rity between countermark and coin devices suggests at least some 
degree of affiliation between the coins and countermarks. 

There is little agreement concerning the identity of the political 
authority in Characene between 64 and 103. Previous authors have 
attempted to fill the gap using a short passage in Lucian’s Macrobii 
which states that Artabazos, the sixth successor of Tiraios on the 
throne of Characene, was reinstated by the Parthians and reigned at 
the age of 86 years.°* On this basis, a non-coin producing king 
known as Artabaze to Babelon,*’ Orabazes I to S. Nodelman,®° and 
as Artabazos or Attambelos to Hill®® was inserted into the Characene 
coin list for the second half of the first century. None of the argu- 


%2 G. Le Rider, “Contremarques et surfrappes dans I’Antiquité grecque,” in 
Numismaliques antique, problémes et méthodes, (NancyLouvain, 1975), pp. 27-56; C. 
J. Howgego, Greek Imperial Countermarks (London, 1985). 

53 Lucian, Macr. 16. 

*4 Babelon (above, n. 7), p. 393. 

* Nodelman (above, n. 23), pp. 105-106. 

*8 BMCArabia, pp. cci-ccii. 
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ments offered has been entirely convincing, and it appears impossible 
at this point to reconcile the Lucian passage with other available 
evidence. 

The possibility that Characene was ruled by other than the local 
Hyspaosinid family in the second half of the first century has been 
suggested by Nodelman.*’ Relying on Chinese accounts, Nodelman 
relates that an emissary named Kan Ying visited the area and noted 
that Characene had formerly been governed by its own rulers but was 
at that time subjected to Parthia. Nodelman identified the Parthian 
ruler as Pacorus II. More recently, however, P. Bernard has argued 
that the accounts of Kan Ying do not refer to Characene but to 
Bushire to the east on the north side of the Perisan Gulf.** 

The idea that Parthian rulers actively governed in the Characene 
area during the last half of the first century cannot, however, be en- 
tirely discarded. On a statue of Heracles found at Seleucia, Pacorus 
II, the father of Meredates of Characene, is referred to as “(he) who 
was king before.”** The wording is sufficiently ambiguous to make it 
difficult to determine whether Pacorus is being referred to as king of 
Characene and Parthia or king of Parthia alone. 

Another way of considering possible Parthian interaction in Chara- 
cene affairs takes into account the movements of rivals to the Parthian 
throne at this time. D. Sellwood has pointed out that, on the basis of 
tetradrachm minting at Seleucia, the political fortunes of Vologases II, 
Pacorus II, and Artabanus III in Mesopotamia may be best described 
as fluid.’? Each controlled the mint at Seleucia for some period 
between 78 and 81 and held sway over other areas of the region for 
unknown periods at various times. One of these areas may have been 
Characene. 

The most likely evidence for foreign influence or control of the area, 
however, is provided by the third countermark datable to this period, 
the anchor. While differing slightly in style, the anchor countermark 


57 Nodelman (above, n. 23), pp. 106-8. 

38 P. Bernard, “Vicissitudes au Gré de I'Histoire d’une statue en bronze d’Héracleés 
entre Séleucie du Tigre et la Méséne,” JSav., Janvier—Juin 1990, pp. 4-68. 

59 Potts 1988 (above, n. 4), pp. 149-50; Bernard (above, n. 38), pp. 23-27, 35, 38; 
W. Al-Salihi, “The Weary Hercules of Mesene,” Mesopotamia 22 (1987), pp. 159-67. 

© 1). Sellwood, “New Parthian Coin Types,” NC 1989, pp. 162-68. 
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is very similar to the symbol which appears on the coins of neighboring 
Elymais. Hoard evidence and the excavations at Susa suggest signifi- 
cant contacts between Elymais and Characene in the mid to latter half 
of the first century. Elymais’s aggressive tendencies are exemplified 
by its takeover of Susa ca. 45.*7 A foray by Elymais into Characene 
is not an unlikely scenario during, perhaps, the later portion of the 
century. Unfortunately, historical evidence for such a hypothesis is 
lacking. 


3) 103-112 to 143 


The next period of coin production in Characene took place between 
103 and 112. Coins attributed to two rulers were issued within this 
period. Attambelos VI’s dated coins correspond to the years 103 
through 105 and coins for Theonesos III have been reported for two 
years corresponding to 110 through 112. After Theonesos III, Mere- 
dates issued coins dated the equivalent of 142/143. 

The three monogram countermarks which appear on the coins of 
this hoard can be dated to the 30 year gap between Theonesos and 
Meredates. The earliest date for these countermarks would be 112 as 
they occur on coins of Theonesos III. Meredtes’ coins were not coun- 
termarked and were sometimes overstruck on the coins Attambelos 
IV. An exact beginning date for Meredates’ reign cannot be deter- 
mined, but must be placed before 131 when he is mentioned in a 
Palmyran inscription."” The actual date may have been only shortly 
before this, as it is likely that Meredates was given control of the 
Characene area by his second cousin, Vologases III, whose reign 
began in 128." 

Monogram countermarks occurred during a period for which no 
other coins of Characene have been documented. This second gap in 
the coinage lasted approximately 30 years between 113 and 142. In 
the interval between the countermarking eras, Attambelos VI (103-5) 
and Theonesos II (110-12) issued tetradrachms in quantities that were 
apparently too limited to displace the Attambelos IV coins. 


41 Le Rider (above, n. 9), pp. 190, 426-30. 
® Cited in Potts 1988 (above, n. 4), p. 143. 
3 Potts 1988 (above, n. 4), p. 151 
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Over 95 percent of the coins in the present study group carry one of 
the monogram countermarks. The majority of coins with only a single 
countermark display one of the three monograms. By comparison, the 
most frequently occurring countermark from the latter part of the first 
century, the diadem, occurs on less than half of the coins. The 
frequency of the monogram countermarks suggests a_ significant 
restructuring of the local coinage in Characene between the years 113 
and 142. That this countermarking took place on coins minted up to 
90 years previously suggests Characene had not recovered its earlier 
prosperity. The regularity of the countermark placement and the 
absence of multiple monogram countermarks on the coins of this 
hoard may indicate a single episode of countermarking. 

The ruler of Characene that may have been responsible for the 
monogram countermarks is the Attambelos known only from the 
writings of Dio Cassius.“ This Attambelos was said to have been the 
ruler of Characene when Trajan arrived in 116. Although welcomed to 
Characene as a foe of the Parthians, Trajan demanded the payment of 
a tribute from Attambelos. Babelon used this passage to attribute the 
AB countermark to Dio Cassius’s Attambelos based on the similarity 
of the monogram to the abbreviation of Attambelos. Evidence from 
the current hoard suggests the countermark was derived from a 
previous Attambelos IV tetradrachm variety. Nevertheless, the knowl- 
edge that the AB countermark was one of three equivalent which used 
devices already present on the coins supports the suggestion that they 
may have been chosen for their local significance by the contemporary 
ruler. A historically documented episode of tribute payment fits well 
with the high frequency of monogram countermarks found in this 
hoard. Also Dio Cassius’s Attambelos is more likely than the 
following ruler, Meredates (1317-51), to have countermarked the 
coins. Meredates was probably an outsider who would have been un- 
likely to have utilized monograms with local reference to more pros- 
perous times as countermarking symbols. His practice of overstriking 
older coins may, however, been a factor in the formation and deposi- 
tion of the current hoard. 


“ Dio Cass. 68.28.4, cited in BMCArabia, pp. ccii-cciii. 
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Summary 


The tetradrachms of Attambelos IV present a variety of devices and 
symbols within an 11 year striking period, 53-64 A.D. Analysis of 
these devices has enabled a chronological arrangement of the reverse 
monograms. Obverse devices, underarm symbols, obverse portrait, 
and reverse depictions have also been found to be useful for dating 
the coins within the minting sequence. The presence of six counter- 
marks attests to the useful and long life of Attambelos IV tetra- 
drachms. 

Analysis of a single coin type which circulated for almost 90 years 
has also provided information on the history of Characene in the 
second half of the first and early portion of the second century A.D. 
The varieties in the coinage of Attambelos IV point to a robust 
economy during the years 58 to 63 which may reflect the area’s 
increased role in eastern trade. Cessation of coinage in 64 was 
followed by a 39 year period in which three separate episodes of coun- 
termarking took place, possibly to restructure the declining coin supply 
for local needs. The almost total lack of tetradrachm production may 
have resulted from a loss of independence to the neighboring Parthian 
and/or Elymaean states. After a brief resumption of coinage over a 
ten year period, minting again stopped and countermarking reap- 
peared during another long gap in the coinage. Historical documents 
relate that the area again lost its independence, perhaps as early as 
128, to a member of the reigning Parthian dynasty. 


APPENDIX 


Coin Issuing Kings of Characene 


Estimated Regnal Known Examples 
Dates in B.C./A.D.* Dated to Seleucid Era 
Hyspaosines 125-121 B.C. 188, 190, 191 
Apodacos 110-105 203, 207 
Tiraios I 91-89 222, 223 
Tiraios II 79-48 234-64 
Artabazos 49/8 264 
Attambelos I” 47-24 266-70, 272-79, 


281, 283, 286-88 
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Theonesios I° 25-18 288-91, 293, 294? 
Attambelos I 18 B.C-A.D. 8 295-319 
Abinergaos I@ 9-22 3212; 322, 3247, 333 
Attambelos III° 28-44 340?, 347, 349, 355 
Theonesios II’ 45-52 357, 363 
Attambelos IV 53-64 365-75 

Attambelos V®& 72/3 384? 

Attambelos VI 103-5 415, 416 
Theonesos III 110-12 422, 423 
Meredates 131?-51 454 

Orabazes" ca. 150 4639, 4672 
Abinergaos II’ after 150 undated 

Maga! after 150 undated 

Unknown Kings after 150 undated 


“ The information in this appendix is taken from Le Rider (above, n. 3) and Le 
Rider (above, n. 9), pp. 181-89, and revised where noted. 

» Nicolet-Pierre (above, n. 11), pp. 49-52 

* Nicolet-Pierre (above, n. 11), pp. 53-54 

® Also spelled Abinerglos and Adinergaos. An unpublished bronze fraction of this 
king with a Nike reverse appeared on the market in 1993. F. Gurnet, personal 
communication. 

° The date 340 S.E. (TM) may be read on a bronze fraction which appeared at 
Peus 333, 6-11 May 1992, 382. The date is read in the catalogue text as 390. 

' Also spelled Theonesos and Thionesios. Le Rider (above, n. 3) attributes the 
coins of 357 and 363 to two separate kings on the basis of orthography and portrai- 
ture. As no coins are known for the intervening years, it is reasonable to assume 
that the two coins with very similar names issued six years apart were struck by 
the same person until further evidence suggests otherwise. 

® A single known example published by Le Rider (above, n. 3, and above, n. 9). 
The date may possibly be read as 374 (Attembelos IV). 

» Also known as Obadas, Obadias, and Orabzes. Examples with readable dates 
appear in Mitchener (above, n. 23), 732, and Le Rider (above, n. 9), 444. 

" Also known as Binaga, Binega, Banaga, and Abinerglos. 

' The latest date for coins with Aramaic legends issued by Maga and unknown 
kings is believed to precede the Sasanian conquest of the area in A.D. 228. 


KEY TO PLATES 


. BI tetradrachm, Attambelos III, 347 S.E. 

. Beardless obv. portrait variety, Attambelos IV. 
. Bearded obv. portrait variety, Attambelos IV. 
. Variety 1 rev., club in r. hand, Attambelos IV. 


we 


aw 
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5. Variety 2 rev., club in 1. hand, Attambelos IV. 

6. Rev. monogram, 365-68, enlarged. 

7. Reverse monogram, 369-70, enlarged. 

8. Reverse monogram, 370-71, enlarged. 

9. Reverse monogram, 372, variety 1 rev., enlarged. 
0. Reverse monogram, 372/3, variety 2 rev., enlarged. 
1. Reverse monogram, 374, enlarged. 

12. Reverse monogram, 375, enlarged. 

13. Palm in r. field, partially obscured, 370/1. 

14. AB in r. field, 374. 

15. Wreath with ribbon in r. field, date unknown. 

16. Diadem in r. field, date unknown, from Shore 1993. 
17. Monogram countermark 1, enlarged. 

18. Monogram countermark 2, enlarged. 

19. Monogram countermark 3, enlarged. 

20. Helmeted bust countermark 4, enlarged. 

21. Anchor countermark 5, enlarged. 

22. Diadem countermark 5, enlarged. 


Countermarked Tetradrachms of Attambelos IV 


Plate 14 


Countermarked Tetradrachms of Attembelos IV 


